A Change of Heart: A Runaway
READ: Philemon 8-16

Consider: The voice of Paul and Timothy can be heard in our text. Either one would have had the authority to order Philemon to “do what was proper.” And what was proper, given the situation, was for Philemon to receive Onesimus back into his household as a brother who had been lost instead of a slave who had runaway. Following orders to do so would not be the same as responding in love, and this situation would test Philemon.


It seems that Timothy contends that he is like Paul, whom he refers to as “the aged.” Timothy, like Paul, was also a prisoner in Rome. We do not know the charge against him, but we do know that he actively shared the gospel, which was not appreciated at the time. But imprisonment did not silence him; instead, it provided him with a captive audience.


Onesimus, a runaway slave, was apprehended in Rome. When a slave ran away, their name and description was distributed. And if the runaway was caught, they would be turned over to the local authorities until a decision was made of what to do with them. You see, it was not required that the slave be returned to the original master. The “finder” could purchase the slave if they so desired; but if not, then the slave was to be sent back at the original owner’s expense.


While waiting to discover his fate, Onesimus must have been held in a cell close to Paul and Timothy; and during that time, he not only heard the gospel, but accepted Jesus as his Lord and Savior. It is often when life looks bleak, when all seems doomed, that people are open to the hope found in the gospel message. The conversation of what was to happen to Onesimus must have been rather interesting, especially when it was discovered that his original master was Philemon, who was also a convert.


While detained, Onesimus did what he could to care for Paul and Timothy, and while they appreciated his service, and were confident that Philemon would have wanted to help them just as other believers had done; they did not want to take advantage of the situation. Philemon did not know that Onesimus was helping them. He would have learned that Onesimus had been apprehended; but who he was spending time with in jail would have been of no concern to the local authorities. 


The letter with Paul and Timothy’s appeal for Philemon to receive Onesimus as a brother in Christ when he arrived instead of as a slave would have come as a surprise. He would be faced with a new reality, as did the Father who joyously received his prodigal son. His story forces us face how we receive “new members.”

Prayer:  Lord Jesus, help us make the changes we need to earnestly and honestly welcome our new brothers and sisters. Amen.

